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Introduction 


Terracotta is a ceramic material that has been used for building construction and decorative arts since ancient 
times in cultures around the world. Literally translating to ‘baked earth’, it is made from natural clay, which gives 
it a characteristic reddish-brown color. 


Located in the state of Rajasthan, Molela is famous for a unique style of ceramics. The Kumhars (potters) of Mole- 
la make an assortment of devotional plaques, large panels depicting rural village scenes and smaller items such 
as temple bells and domestic ware but it is the hand-modelled, hollow relief votive plaques that they are most 
famous for. These products make for extremely charming visual narratives of their customs and everyday life. 
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Place 


Molela village, located near the religious town of Nathdwara, is 50 kilometers away from Udaipur. Also known as 
the ‘potters village’, this place has a settlement of a few thousand people out of which, there are about 40 fami- 
lies from the Kumhar caste producing terracotta sculptures. The inherent charm of these plaques attracts buyers 
from far off places but the demand for these plaques tends to be seasonal. New vessels and votive murtis are 
needed at festival and harvest times. These are mostly bought by the Bhil, Gujjar and Gajirat communities who 
arrive here accompanied by their priests in order to buy new votive images of their deities. The craftspeople turn 
to agriculture to sustain themselves in the lean months. 


The village also boasts of ‘Mohan Terracotta Art Research & Development Centre’ that offers great learning 
environment for students. It was founded by Mohanlal Chaturbhuj Kumar, one of the pioneers and most awarded 
practitioners of Molela clay craft. 
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Terracotta mural at Udaipur City Railway Station. 
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On the way from Udaipur city to Molela village. Molela village. 
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Molela village. Molela village. 
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Molela village. 
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Terracotta products displayed for sale at Mohanlal ji’s house. 
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Sakshi Gambhir in a single large panel. Those panels gave birth to the contemporary secular plaques. Subsequently these strik- 
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goddesses, folk heroes and symbols into one single panel. 


One of the pioneers of this craft form, Mohanlal Chaturbuj Kumhar has been practicing and teaching ‘murtikala’ 
to his family and other people in the village for decades. Both his sons, Dinesh and Rajendra, are actively involved 
in this craft. Mohanlal ji has been awarded several prizes and national/ international recognitions for his contribu- 


——— tion to ceramic tiles of Rajasthan. He also won the prestigious Padmashree award in 2012. 
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Mohanlal Chaturbhuj Kumar. 
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Mohanlal ji receiving an award from Pratibha Patil. 


Mohanlal ji. 
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A young girl helping her father in firing process. 
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Kumhar at work. 
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Rajendra Kumar at work. Rajendra’s son at the wheel, learning from a very young 
age. 
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Clay Preparation 


Hollow-Relief Work 
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Clay Preparation 


Clay is sourced locally from areas along small drains and ponds. This clay is extremely moldable and is of two 
types: Nada, a coarse black clay with a high sand grog and Alu, a finer gray clay used for throwing. The two clays 
are mixed together in equal parts with the addition of 20% dried and sifted donkey dung, which helps to disperse 
the heat through the plaque, provides strength and lessons the thermal shock during firing. 


Most men wedge the clay with their feet and then knead it by hand into a round ball ready for use. This is laid 
flat in the courtyard where the floor has been dusted with dung so it doesn't stick. It is further evened out using 
wooden tools and water that renders it into a smooth slab approximately 15mm thick that works as the base 
surface of the tile. 
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Locally sourced clay. Rajendra kneading/ wedging the clay. 
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Rajendra kneading/ wedging the clay. Dusting the floor with dried and sifted donkey dung. 
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Dusting the floor with dried and sifted donkey dung. Laying the clay flat on the floor. 
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Flattening out the clay on the floor. 
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Smoothening the clay using wooden tool. Smoothening the clay using wooden tool. 
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Smoothening the clay using wooden tool. 
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Smoothening the clay using wooden tool. Adding water in smoothening the clay. 
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Smoothening the clay using wooden tool. Smooth and wet clay that forms the base of the plaque. 
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Hollow-Relief Work 


The wet clay is cut into a square or rectangle shape of required size using a stencil or measuring scale. Coils of 
clay are rolled out and used as outlines of these plaques. This is the base on which the image of the subject is 
carefully hand-crafted. 


Nine incarnations of Durga, Dashavataras, Nav grihas, Shrinathji, Gauri nritya (religious dance from southern Me- 
war), scenes from Ramayana and everyday village life make for the more popular depictions in Molela clay craft. 
Various parts of these forms like face, body, limbs etc. are created using a combination of basic clay work tech- 
niques - squeezing, pinching and coiling. These are then attached one after the other on the wet, soft base of clay 
in crude form by keeping one hand under (inside). This prevents them from collapsing under their own weight. 
The process has to be halted at intervals to allow the clay to keep drying. 


When the figures get a firm shape, ornaments, eyes and other details are added. This detailed line work is done 
using a ‘badli’ (small flat chisel-like instrument made of metal). Both ends of the baldi are used, one end for draw- 
ing lines and patterns and the other end for making holes. As many areas as possible are left open (and hollow) 
to encourage air circulation. This also ensures that the plaque is not bulky. Once the forms are finely detailed out, 
the plaques are left to dry for several days before they are fired. 


Wet clay being cut into a square using a measuring scale. 
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Bowl of water. Rolling out clay into coils for making the outline of the 
plaque. 
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Rolling out clay into coils for making the outline of Rolling out clay into coils for making the outline of 
the plaque. the plaque. 
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Rolling out clay into coils for making the outline of Rolling out clay into coils for making the outline of the 
the plaque. plaque. 
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Flattening the outline slightly. Various forms being created separately that would be 
attached later. 
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Various forms being created separately that would be attached later. 
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Various forms being created separately that would 
be attached later. 


Clay form being attached to the wet, soft clay by 
keeping one hand under. 
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Hollow clay form. Clay form being attached to the wet, soft clay by 
keeping one hand under. 
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Different parts of the form being shaped and detailed —_ Image of the villager with his cows beginning to take 


out. shape. 
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Work in progress. Ornaments, features and other details being added to 
the figures. 
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Details being added to the figures using a fine chisel. 


Details being added to the figures using a fine chisel. 
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Details being added to the figures using a fine chisel. 
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Details being added to the figures using a fine chisel. Plaque left to dry. | 
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More details being added to the figures using a fine 
chisel. 


More details being added to the figures using a fine 
chisel. 
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Details being added to the figures using a fine chisel. 


Details being added to the figures using a fine chisel. 
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Plaque left to dry. 


D’source 


Digital Learning Environment for Design - www 


Design Resource 


Molela 

Terracotta Tiles and Murals 
by 

Sakshi Gambhir 

IDC, IIT Bombay 


Source: 
http://www.dsource.in/resource/molela/process/hol- 
low-relief-work 


1. Introduction 

2. Place 

3. People 

4. Process 
4.1. Clay Preparation 
4.2. Hollow-Relief Work 
4.3. Firing 

5. Products 

6. Contact Details 


“iN 


a os 


~— 


Plaque left to dry. Plaque left to dry. 
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Design Resource Firing 

Molela 

Terracotta Tiles and Murals The dried plaques are stacked up one by one carefully in the kiln for firing. ‘Awara’, a circular open kiln, construct- 
by ed from brick is one of the most convenient ways to fire the products in-house. The work is loaded into the bhatti 
Sakshi Gambhir on top of cowdung cakes and sealed with few layers of pottery shards. Fire is lit from openings at the bottom of 
IDC, IIT Bombay the kiln. The firing temperature achieved is between 600 to 700 degrees centigrade. Firing lasts for 4 to 6 hours. 


Most people prefer to buy the terracotta plaques in their original and stunning red-brown color whereas others 
like to have them painted in different colors and then lacquered. 
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Broken pottery shards. 
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Molela 
Terracotta Tiles and Murals The deities whose images appear on Molela terracotta may be part of the mainstream Hindu pantheon (Chamun- 
by da, Kali, Durga, Ganesha) or more commonly, regional divinities whose cults are rooted in animistic belief systems 
Sakshi Gambhir (for example, Nagadeva) or in folk legends. Scenes from everyday village life also make for interesting story-tell- 
IDC, IIT Bombay ing through clay. These narratives pan across different product categories like tiles, vases, toys and the increas- 


ingly-becoming-popular murals that are mostly commissioned to be installed in contemporary, urban buildings. 
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Gauri nritya (religious dance from southern Mewar). 
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Gauri nritya (religious dance from southern Mewar). Combination of Ganesha and other deities in one 
plaque. 
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Part of a bigger terracotta plaque. 
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Part of a broken terracotta plaque. Gauri nritya (religious dance from southern Mewar). 
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Radha Krishna, part of a bigger terracotta plaque. 
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Part of a bigger terracotta plaque. Radha Krishna, part of a bigger terracotta plaque. 
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Gauri nritya (religious dance from southern Mewar). Gauri nritya (religious dance from southern Mewar). 
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Part of a bigger terracotta plaque. 
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Scenes from everyday village life. 


Hollow relief work, a special feature of Molela 
terracotta tiles. 
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Hollow relief work, a special feature of Molela terracot- 
ta tiles. 
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Hollow relief work, a special feature of Molela Hollow relief work, a special feature of Molela 
terracotta tiles. terracotta tiles. 
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Hollow relief work, a specia 
terracotta tiles. 
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Tall vases with coil work. 
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Contact Details 


This documentation was done by Sakshi Gambhir, M. Des. at IDC, IIT Bombay. 
You can get in touch with her at sakshigambhir[at]gmail.com 


You could write to the following address regarding 
suggestions and clarifications: 


Mohanlal Chaturbuj Kumar 

Mohan Terracotta Art Research & Development Centre 
Hanumanpura, Molela, Nathdwara, 

Rajasthan Tel.: 02953-285299, 

Mobile: 091-9461944249, 9352735002 


Helpdesk Details: 
Co-ordinator 

Project e-kalpa 
Industrial Design Centre 
IIT Bombay, 

Powai 

Mumbai 400076 

India 


Phone: 091-22-25767820/ 7801/ 7802 
Fax: 091-22-25767803 
Email: dsource.in[at]gmail.com 


